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living soul in this world. ... I'm completely worn out, 1J
haven't got any more strength. ..."                               "^
He again lay down on his back and closed his eyes.
Fomin and the others all knew that such a request must
be granted, and they had been awaiting it. Winking briefly
at Kosheliov, Fomin turned away. Kosheliov made ncr
protest, and snatched the rifle from his shoulder. " Shoot! "
he rather guessed than heard the words as he looked at the
lips of Chumakov, who had stepped away. But Sterladnikov
again opened his eyes, and said firmly :
" Shoot here ! " He raised his hand and pointed with
his finger to the bridge of his nose. " So that the light
goes out at once. ... If you happen to be in my village
tell the wife how it occurred. . . . Tell her she's not to wait
for me."
Kosheliov seemed to fidget a suspiciously long time with
the bolt of his rifle, and, drooping his eyelids, Sterladnikov^
had time to add :
tf I've only got the wife ... no children. . . . She bore one
to me, but it was born dead. . . . And there was nobody
else."
Twice Kosheliov threw the rifle up and let it fall again,
turning more and more pale. Chumakov furiously pushed
him away with his shoulder, and tore the weapon from his
hands.
" If you can't do it, then don't take on the job, you
whelp's blood ' " he shouted hoarsely, and took off his cap
and stroked his hair.
tr Hurry ! '* Fomin demanded, putting one foot into the
stirrup.
Groping for the words he needed, Chumakov said slowly
and quietly.
ei Vassily! Good-bye, and forgive me and all of us, for
the love of Christ ! We'll meet again in the next world, and
there they'll judge us. ... We'll tell your wife what you
asked us." Chumakov waited for an answer; but
Sterladnikov was silent, and his face paled as he awaited
his death. Only his eyelashes, bleached by the sun, quivered
as though fluttered by the wind, and the fingers of his left
hand quietly stirred as for some reason he attempted to
button up a broken button on his tunic.
Many deaths had Gregor seen in his time, but he did not